Synovial folds - a pain in the neck?
The synovial folds of the cervical spine are regarded as a potential source of neck pain and headache, especially following whiplash injury. Damage to the synovial folds following motor vehicle trauma has been well documented in post-mortem studies. However, methods of identifying injury to the synovial folds in the survivors of motor vehicle trauma have proven elusive to date. Recently, it has been made possible to image the synovial folds in vivo using magnetic resonance imaging. This now makes it feasible to investigate the potential involvement of synovial folds in the generation of neck pain and headache and its relief using spinal manipulation. This paper reviews critically the morphology of the synovial folds of the cervical spine that underpins the hypotheses proposed to explain their functional and clinical significance and a new system of naming and classifying the synovial folds is presented. Although there is some evidence to support the contribution of the synovial folds to neck pain, several theories have little or no support and require investigation and further evaluation. These findings have implications for understanding the anatomical basis of neck pain and headache and the rationale for the use of spinal manipulation in their management.